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Abstract
It is well acknowledged that study abroad is an ideal context to achieve high language
proficiency. Previous studies show a relatively complex picture of the relationship of social
interactions and language gains. On the one hand, students who study abroad experience
language gains such as oral proficiency but on the other hand, researchers argue that study
abroad does not guarantee language gains. Vocabulary as foundational knowledge of language
learning has not received much attention in the context of study abroad, especially vocabulary
learning strategies. The present study investigates the change of students’ perceived vocabulary
gain via routine social activities with native speakers outside of the classroom and uses of
vocabulary learning strategies.
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Chapter one Introduction

1.1 Problem Statement
English plays an important role as a lingua franca, and for this reason, there is an
increasing number of international students that choose to study abroad in English
speaking countries. For example, Briggs (2015) reported that approximately 75,000
individuals per annum travel to the UK to study English. In the meantime, it is believed
that study abroad provides rich and varied sources of authentic language input, and
learners can interact with native speakers frequently in meaningful communicative
contexts.
Under this trend of study abroad and beliefs, educators, researchers, and students
consider study abroad important and a potential ideal context for language learning.
However, previous studies reveal a complex picture of study abroad. On the one hand,
researchers have concluded that learners benefit from their study abroad experience.
Freed (1990) reported that intermediate learners in France benefited most in terms of oral
proficiency development from interacting with native speakers outside of the classroom.
On the other hand, researchers argue that study abroad doesn’t guarantee success of
language learning. For example, Wilkinson (1998) argued that living with local families
during study abroad did not necessarily improve learners’ language proficiency. Due to
the large number of students and assumptions made by educators and students as well as
the inconsistent outcome of research on study abroad, it remains curious and necessary to
investigate what type of language gains in the study abroad context.
7

1.2 The Background and the Importance of the Problem
The previous studies reveal a complex picture of study abroad. Some researchers
argue that learners experience linguistic gains while other researchers do not believe that
it is necessarily true. What’s more, most of the previous studies have focused on oral
proficiency (Baker‐Smemoe et al, 2014; Cadd, 2012; Freed 1990; Freed, 1995; Freed,
Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; Hernandez, 2010; Kim, 2014; Magnan & Back, 2007;
Mendelson, 2004; Shively, 2013), pragmatic competence (Taguchi, 2008b), or cultural
understandings (Cadd, 2012) during study abroad. However, vocabulary, as foundational
knowledge for building students’ competence in comprehension and production in a
language, has rarely been studied in social interactions with native speakers under the
context of study abroad.
In the meantime, it’s not clear what vocabulary learning strategies learners use in
the learning process of words and whether such strategies are effective to learn words
during social interactions with native speakers. Thus far, only a few case studies of the
association between vocabulary gain and vocabulary learning strategies during study
abroad have been studied, which included classroom instruction. That is to ask how
students acquired vocabulary strategically by interacting with teachers and expert
classmates during study abroad (Wang, 2018). Almost no research has been found
concerning how specifically out-of-class social interactions with native speakers, which
is ideally a large part of students’ lives during study abroad, influence their vocabulary
gain. It is curious whether social interactions outside of the classroom during study
abroad as “the ideal context” will help learners’ vocabulary gain and how vocabulary
learning strategies, if learners ever use them positively, affect learners’ vocabulary gain
8

during social interactions with native speakers.
It is necessary and important to investigate the effectiveness and efficiency of
study abroad because it has a profound influence on a large number of students and
educators, especially because the number of students studying abroad has been increasing
since 2006 (Institute for International Education, 2017). Both large and small institutions
of higher education across the United States are allocating increasing resources to
promote study abroad and international education. Other than American students
choosing to study abroad, data has also shown that the enrollment of international
students in the US has been increasing since 2006, too. Thus, to what extent study abroad
is beneficial to learner’s language proficiency should be investigated.

1.3 The Importance of the Study
This preliminary study is important for three reasons. First, because previous
studies on study abroad showed rather inconsistent outcomes, such as investigation may
help teachers and learners better understand the relationship between language gains, in
this specific case, vocabulary gain, and out-of-class social interactions with native
speakers during study abroad. Second, a few studies have investigated the relationship
between social interactions and perceived vocabulary gain as well as that between uses of
vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary gain during social interactions outside of
the classroom. Third, the findings of this study may provide inspirations and practical
implications for educators, researchers, and students in terms of instructional approaches
in study abroad scenarios to help students effectively and efficiently gain new vocabulary.
If the findings show a positive correlation between social interactions and vocabulary
9

gain, and between strategy uses and vocabulary gain, teachers may want to place more
emphasis on the importance of out-of-class social interactions and design more activities
to enable students to participate in them, as well as encourage them to use effective
strategies in the learning process. For students, it is beneficial for them to encourage
themselves to study abroad and go out of their comfort zone to engage more in their
social life with speakers of the target language. What’s more, with regard to the
relationships between vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary acquisition in
interactions with native speakers, teachers and researchers may gain useful insights for
classroom teaching and curriculum design. For example, instructions can be designed for
learners to use specific strategies to facilitate their vocabulary learning process outside of
the classroom.

1.4 Research Questions
Under this backdrop, this study intends to examine international student
perceptions of the extent and quality of their vocabulary gain in English based on their
study abroad experiences, primarily through social interactions with native speakers
outside their regular classroom.
The major purposes of the study, therefore, are to investigate to what extent social
interactions with native speakers outside of the classroom and uses of vocabulary
learning strategies correlate with their perceived vocabulary gain during study abroad.
Accordingly, the following research questions are formulated:
1.

To what extent do students participate in and engage in social interactions

with native speakers outside of the classroom during study abroad?
10

2.

To what extent does frequency of reported social interaction with native

speakers outside of the classroom correlate with perceived changes in vocabulary
knowledge?
3.

What vocabulary learning strategies do learners report using in social

interactions outside of the classroom, and to what extent does use of these
strategies correlate with perceived vocabulary gain?

1.5 Design, Data Collection and Analysis
This is a mixed-methods study by using questionnaires and interviews to collect
data. The design of questions for the questionnaire is based on findings of the previous
studies in which the present study adapted some items to fit its focuses. In addition, this
study investigates routine social activities for the participants (this will be discussed in
detail in the Methodology). The students were 13 voluntary native speakers of Japanese
who took language classes in an English language school at Grand Valley State
University. They were given a questionnaire and six of them volunteered to do the
follow-up interviews. The permission of Grand Valley’s Human Research Review
Committee (HRRC) was approved. Data collection was administered in English in public
places at Grand Valley State University, which is located in the west part of Michigan in
the United States.

1.6 Delimitations of the Study
This is a preliminary study of the relationship between social interactions outside
of the classroom with native speakers and participants’ perceived vocabulary gain as well
11

as the relationship between vocabulary gain and the participants’ uses of vocabulary
learning strategies. In this study, the research attempted to control variables, give a
definition of the term social interaction, and administer a follow-up interview for the
delimitations of the study.
First, the participants chosen in this study shared group features, such as the same
native language, similar language proficiencies, and educational histories, so fewer
variables needed to be controlled in this study.
Second, though the term social interaction is a broad concept, this study
specifically focused on participants’ routine social activities. Specifically, for the
participants in the present stud, they had four recommended activities by the program and
other activities specific to themselves as well as social interactions with their host family
if they choose to live with an American family.
Third, data from the follow-up interviews were to analyze and discuss results of
the responses of the questionnaire because the sample of participants is small and nonrandomized. Essentially, data analysis is descriptive and qualitative to compensate for the
small and non-randomized number of participants.

1.7 Organization of the Thesis
This chapter presents a general introduction that includes the statement, the
background, and the importance of the problem, research questions, research design, and
delimitations of the study. Chapter two is a literature review that examines the previous
studies of social interactions and vocabulary gain in the study abroad context as well as
findings of vocabulary learning strategies. In Chapter Three, the research methodology is
12

described in detail, including the participants, instrumentation, data collection, and data
analysis. The next chapter presents results and discussions based on the collected data
from the questionnaire and the follow-up interview. Areas addressed here are the
involvement of routine social activities and the relationships among social interactions,
vocabulary gain, and uses of vocabulary learning strategies. The last chapter consists of
the summary and the conclusion of the thesis, limitations, and implications.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a review of social interactions and vocabulary learning in
study abroad as well as vocabulary learning strategies. The first section discusses the
importance of social interactions in study abroad and findings of the previous research.
Study abroad provides rich, authentic, meaningful and modified input in the target
language community. Research on learners’ language gains in different social settings
such as dorms and service encounters shows a complex picture because of the
inconsistency of the findings.
The next section discusses the importance of vocabulary in language learning and
the multidimensional nature of vocabulary knowledge. Research findings specifically
concerning vocabulary gain in study abroad follow, most of which show that learners
have gained vocabulary during study abroad more than those who studied in their home
countries. The other show no significant difference of vocabulary gain between study
abroad group and non-study abroad group.
Last section presents a taxonomy of vocabulary learning strategies and previous
findings in this field. Vocabulary learning could be classified into four categories—
metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective strategies. The most commonly used
strategies through quantitative studies were found and some qualitative case studies also
demonstrated commonly used combinations of learners’ vocabulary learning strategies in
language learning.
14

2.2 Study Abroad
Study abroad refers to a temporary, prescheduled educational stay in a country
where the target language is spoken among community members (Kinginger, 2008).
Here, learners have more language contact than learners in a foreign language learning
context. Thus, researchers and educators consider study abroad important to achieve high
language proficiency. For instance, Kubler (1997), an experienced foreign language
program director, agrees that study abroad should be considered “an essential
component” of foreign language curriculums. Students have a belief that study abroad is
an effortless way of magically acquiring another language (Dekeyser, 2010).
Accordingly, data show that enrollment of international students in the US has been
increased since 2006 (Institute for International Education, 2017). Due to the large and
increasing number of students going abroad and assumptions made by educators, scholars
and researchers, it is necessary and important to investigate to what extent study abroad is
effective for the language learning process.

2.2.1 Language Contact in Study Abroad
The reason that people consider study abroad magical for language learning is
because language contact in a study abroad context provides learners with more
opportunities to be immersed in rich, authentic, and meaningful language uses through
which learners improve their proficiency. Language contact is divided into two
categories—interactive (e.g. talking with friends and host family) and non-interactive
contact (e.g. listening to songs and watching TV). Freed et al (2004) published the
language contact profile to investigate to what extent students were involved in the target
15

community by giving students a pretest and a posttest before and after study abroad.
Question items from this profile indicate that students during study abroad have many
more opportunities to be exposed to the target language environment, such as reading
menus, emailing, talking in the target language with their instructors, strangers, host
family, and service personnel outside of the classroom. This shows that learners may have
many more opportunities to be immersed in the host community with rich, authentic, and
meaningful input.
Pérez-Vidal and Juan-Garau (2011) also argued that a study abroad context is
meaning-orientated, in which interaction with target language speakers allows learners to
practice language in conversations. This might lead to a growth of language proficiency.
This is evidenced by Wang (2018) who also mentions that her interviewee, Wu, could
more effectively remember words by recalling situations in which he learned them with
his native peers. Meaningful interactive language contact provides chances of practicing
language and help learners to retain words.
When they try to negotiate with learners native speakers also produce modified
utterances, which are more comprehensible and supportive. Long (1983) argued that
native speakers would adjust their language, such as by inserting the word “right” plus
question mark when talking with non-native speakers. Some researchers argued that it is
ungrammatical but the findings from Long’s (1983) study showed that mostly language
provided by native speakers was in a modified but well-formed version.
When negotiating meaning, native speakers are likely to try to give modified
language to learners. Shively (2013) focused on how customer service providers modified
input and negotiated meanings with international students. She found that the language of
16

service encounters, as modified and negotiated input, can contribute to learners’
immersion experience of study abroad. She also cited Long’s (1996) words, “negotiation
for meaning, and especially negotiation work that triggers interactional adjustments by
the NS or more competent interlocutor, facilitates acquisition because it connects input,
internal learner capacities particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways”
to support the argument that modified input caused by negotiation with native speakers
had influence on students’ language gains (as cited in Shively, 2013, p.85). In other
words, negotiating with native speakers in study abroad provides learners opportunities to
transfer their internal language knowledge into a productive form.
What’s more, interacting with native speakers support target language learning
from a perspective of sociocultural theory— the Zone of Proximal Development by
Vygotsky. When Tocaimaza-Hatch (2016) investigated and analyzed reported data of
mediated vocabulary of participants in an oral portfolio activity in social interaction with
native speakers, he found that “Native speakers who supported collaborative and
inclusive exchanges were reported to be vital to L2 learning in collaborative work” (p.
348). Particularly, they were responsive to and replied to L2s’ inquires in an appropriate
and a timely manner, encouraging L2 competence and independence and adapting the
task to foster comprehension.
To summarize, study abroad provides a rich, authentic, and meaningful language
contact, especially through meaningfully modified and supportive interactive contact.
Based on these findings, study abroad has shown to be a beneficial means for increased
interaction and input modification, which have been found to be crucial elements in
second language learning.
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2.2.2 Previous Studies of Social Interactions with Native
Speakers
Recent research on the effect of study abroad has focused on the role of student
interactions with native speakers in developing learners’ target language for two reasons.
First, Tanaka (2007) argued that non-interactive contact with English (e.g. watching TV)
did not provide comprehensible L2 input in many cases, although the widely used the
language contact profile (Freed, et al., 2004) includes non-interactive and interactive
contact. Second, it is often assumed that study abroad is superior to instruction at home
because the study abroad experience offers students greater access to native speakers and
more varied opportunities, in which learners can use the target language to exchange
information with a social and interpersonal function (Segalowitz & Freed, 2004;
Hernandez, 2010). In addition, Kinginger (2009) argues for the value of research on
informal out-of-class interactions: “Studies of informal contact with expert speakers in
study abroad are of key importance, since it is language development outside the confines
of classroom discourse and of institutional constraint in general that study abroad is
assumed, above all, to promote” (p.150).
Thus, more and more studies focus on social interactions with native speakers in
naturalistic environments, especially outside of the classroom, during study abroad,
though not necessarily concerning vocabulary gain. Previous studies analyzed social
practice in a variety of interactive settings in study abroad contexts, including homestay
interactions (Kinginger, 2008; Kinginger, 2011; Mendelson, 2004; Wilkinson, 1998),
service encounters (Mendelson, 2004; Shively, 2013), dorm room conversations (Diao,
18

2014; Wilkinson, 1998), and interactions with street vendors (Jin, 2012).
Most of the research on the relationship between language gains and language
contact or social interactions in the study abroad context focuses on language proficiency,
especially oral proficiency (Baker‐Smemoe et al, 2014; Cadd, 2012; Freed 1990; Freed,
1995; Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; Hernandez, 2010; Kim, 2014; Magnan &
Back, 2007; Mendelson, 2004; Shively, 2013). In addition to oral proficiency, researchers
also investigated learners’ pragmatic development (Taguchi, 2008), cultural
understandings (Cadd, 2012) and individual students’ personality traits and attributes,
motivation, willingness to invest in the L2 community with native speakers (DuFon &
Churchill, 2006; Yager, 1998), and the ways of these factors to influence their language
proficiency.
These studies show a complex picture of out-of-class social interactions with in
study abroad due to the inconsistency of outcomes and the influence of these variables on
the results. On the one hand, researchers argued that time used for out-of-class contact
was largely responsible for students’ improvement of language skills (Freed 1990; Freed,
Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; Hashimoto, 1993; Shively, 2013; Taguchi, 2008; Yager,
1998). For example, Freed (1990) reported that intermediate learners in France benefited
most in terms of oral proficiency development from interacting with native speakers
outside of the classroom. Hashimoto (1993) showed that some students claimed that their
host families were the most useful source for their language learning. Yager (1998)
indicated that opportunities for informal contact with native speakers of the language
outside of the classroom in a wide variety of communicative situations possibly
contribute to students’ linguistic improvement by using the language contact profile and
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questionnaires to investigate participants’ attitudes and motivation. Taguchi (2008) found
that the amount of speaking and reading outside the classroom that the students reported
on the language contact survey significantly correlated with pragmatic comprehension
speed but not with accuracy. Shively (2013) argued that though service encounters were
brief, they still contributed to the improvement of learners’ language proficiency by
analyzing recorded conversations between service providers and international learners.
On the other hand, some studies showed that study abroad did not guarantee the
improvement of learners’ language proficiencies (Magnan & Back, 2007; Segalowitz &
Freed, 2004; Wilkinson, 1998). For example , Pérez-Vidal and Juan-Garau (2011) argued,
“there seems to be an tendency for less advanced learners to improve most during study
abroad, because they interact most, and for ceiling effect to appear at more advanced
onset levels” (p. 165). That is, learners with proficiency in the upper ranges of advanced
level might not experience language gains during study abroad. In addition to the
influence of pre-departure language proficiency, other researchers argued that the
possible reason of low language gains was insufficient engagement with the host
community. For example, Wilkinson (1998) argued that living with local families during
study abroad did not necessarily improve learners’ language proficiency because some
participants reported that their host family cared less about their life and they did not
socialize much with their homestay families. In addition, Interactions with host families
frequently involved simple and redundant exchanges and often centered on television
watching (Dewey, 2007).
Like in the homestay setting, learner’s access to and participation in social
interactions in the larger host community can be very limited, too. For example,
20

Segalowitz and Freed (2004) found that language contact had only a weak and indirect
impact on oral gain with participants’ self-report of language contact and measures from a
pretest and a posttest of Oral Performance of Interview. They gave a possible reason that
not all study abroad students took advantages of opportunities to engage in a diverse
extracurricular target language activities. Shively (2013) gave an example that some
people preferred to use vending machines instead of going to restaurants because they
were afraid of talking with service providers. Magan and Back (2007) discovered that
social interactions with French speakers did not predict students’ gains. Authors argued
that the reason of low language gains was that some participants might not have invested
sufficient time in different kinds of social relationships with French speakers, which were
needed to support sustained speaking improvement. These articles show that study abroad
might not guarantee language gains because of different reasons such as, the lack of
social interactions with native speakers, quality of input, levels of learners’ pre-departure
language proficiency, as well as personal characteristics. As Shively (2013) concluded,
“opportunities exist for study abroad students to have informal contact with the target
language in a range of communicative settings, yet there is a considerable variation in the
extent to which students find themselves in a supportive situation, avail themselves of
opportunities, or are committed to making an effort to learn the TL” (p. 56).

2.3 Vocabulary
2.3.1 The Importance of Vocabulary in Language Learning
Vocabulary is considered important and foundational to language learning. Just as
Wilkin (1972) stated, “… while without grammar very little can be conveyed, without
21

vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” because it contributes to learner’s comprehension
and production in the target language. Moreover, a vocabulary error is considered the
most serious for impeding communication.
First, the majority of meaning is carried lexically (Gass & Selinker, 2008), which
is closely related to comprehension and production of language. For instance, Laufer
(1997a) claimed that, at least for L2 readers, the “threshold for reading comprehension is,
to a large extent, lexical” (p.21). Altmann (1990) also argued that “if words cannot be
isolated from the speech stream and if lexical information cannot be used to interpret the
utterances, the input will not be comprehensible” (as cited in Gass & Selinker, 2008, p.
450). Concerning production, Levelt (1989) maintained that the lexicon is the driving
force in sentence production by using the lexical hypothesis that “the lexicon is an
essential mediator between conceptualization and grammatical and phonological
encoding,” which indicated the importance of lexicon in the formulation process (p.181).
Second, Levenston (1979) argued that of all error types, learners consider a
vocabulary error the most serious one because lexical errors may impede meanings
exchanged among people. Lexical errors slow down communication more than
grammatical errors (Ellis, 1994). Missing, incorrect, or unknown words lead to
communication breakdowns more often than deficiencies in and mistakes with other
linguistic features (Foster & Ohta, 2005). Thus, compared with other types of errors,
wrong words may lead to misunderstandings or interruptions of communication so
vocabulary is vitally important for learners to acquire a language and is likely a central
target during negotiation within social interaction.
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2.3.2 Knowing a word
Richard (1976) identified seven aspects of word knowledge, such as syntactic
behaviors, associations, different meanings, and underlying forms, and his assumption is
that vocabulary knowledge of native speakers continued to expand even in their
adulthood. This indicates vocabulary knowledge is complicated and cumulative. To be
more comprehensive in vocabulary knowledge, Nation (2001) described dimensions of
knowing a word in Table 1. From this table, it is certain that knowing a word includes its
form, meaning, and use in a broader way. Vocabulary acquisition is an incremental
process in which people could learn these different and detailed aspects of a word
gradually, such as first forms then different collocations.
Table 1. What is involved in knowing a word (Nation, 2001, p. 27)
Spoken
What does the word sound like? How is the word
Form
pronounced?
Written

What does the word look like?
How is the word written or spelled?

Word parts

What parts are recognizable in this word?
What word parts are needed to express this meaning

Meaning Form and
meaning

What meaning does this word form signal?
What word form can be used to express this meaning?

Concepts and What is included in the concept?
referents

What items can the concept refer to?

Associations

What other words does this make us think of?
What other words could we use instead of this one?
23

Use

Grammatical

In what patterns does this word occur?

functions

In what patterns must we use this word?
What words or types of words occur with this one?

Collocations

What words or types of words must we use with this
one?

Constraints on Where, when, and how often would we expect to meet
use

this word?
Where, when, and how often can we use this word?

Another way of knowing a word can be discussed from the perspective of breadth
and depth, which is the distinction between quantity and quality. Breadth refers to the
number of words learners know and depth is to measure the quality of their word
knowledge, which means not only meanings of a word but also associations, collocations
and other dimensions as Table 1 shows. Vocabulary breadth and depth is an important
dichotomy in the vocabulary acquisition field (Nation, 2001). “Nassaji (2004) found that
depth of knowledge could be tied to particular strategy use (i.e. identifying, evaluating,
and monitoring), to more effective lexical referencing strategies…” (as cited in Gass and
Selinker, 2008, pp. 454-455). The common dichotomy of breadth and depth and Nation’s
(2001) comprehensive list of vocabulary knowledge showed that word knowledge is
multidimensional and complicated. Acquiring a word is a long-term learning process,
which needs learners to learn these dimensions step by step.
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2.3.3 Previous Studies of Vocabulary Learning in Study
Abroad
Only a few studies investigated the relationship between the study abroad
experience and vocabulary gain, in which findings are inconsistent (Collentine, 2004;
DeKeyser, 1986; Dewey, 2007; Freed, So, and Lazar, 2003; Milton & Meara, 1995;
Tocaimaza‐Hatch, 2016). Some research suggests that study abroad experience has a
significant impact on L2 vocabulary acquisition, and vocabulary growth in study abroad
cannot generally be achieved at home. For example, in Milton and Meara’s (1995) article,
53 exchange students from Germany, Spain, Italy, and France learned English in Britain
and their vocabulary increased 23% from their entry scores to final scores. In the
meantime, the average growth rate of English vocabulary was five times faster than that
of their counterparts at home. When Dewey (2007) compared learners’ Japanese
vocabulary growth in the context of study abroad, academic-year formal classroom
learning in their home country, he found that study abroad participants outperformed their
counterparts in academic-year formal classrooms in Japan on all three measures — a
Situational Vocabulary Test, a Vocabulary Knowledge Scale, and a Vocabulary Matching
Test. The reason that this study abroad group outperformed the academic-year group in
vocabulary gain is probably because of more extensive exposure to language outside of
the classroom in the context of study abroad (Dewey, 2007). When DeKeyser (1986)
explored the development of a range of linguistic abilities of Spanish learners, he found
that vocabulary growth was the one noteworthy difference in linguistic development
between American students living in Spain and their fellow students at home. Though
25

Tocaimaza‐Hatch (2016) conducted his study in a domestic context, he assigned
American learners to talk with native Spanish speakers outside of the classroom and
found that that social interactions with native speakers enlarged learners’ vocabulary
knowledge. These studies showed that study abroad may be beneficial to learners’
vocabulary gain.
Converse to these positive results, other researchers suggested that there is not
always clear evidence of vocabulary gain for study abroad participants. Collentine (2004)
argued that the study abroad group performed no differently from his at home group, the
only difference found was that study abroad group used more adjectives in the second
Oral Proficiency Interview by calculating the number of participants’ words of each
category. Freed, So, and Lazar (2003) found no significant differences in vocabulary
development over time between pre- and post-study essays written in French between the
study abroad group and the none study abroad group.
However, a few of the previous studies focused on the relationship between
vocabulary gain and social interactions with native speakers outside of the classroom in
study abroad specifically. Some studies researched their participants’ vocabulary gain
during periods in study abroad periods, not distinguishing between interactive contact and
non-interactive contact (Freed, et al., 2003); other researchers only studied the role of
social interactions in vocabulary learning in study abroad, which did not have a
distinction between language contact outside of the classroom and classroom instruction
(Wang, 2018). Here, this is the gap that no research has specifically investigated the
associations of out-of-class social interactions with native speakers and their vocabulary
gain.
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2.3 Vocabulary learning strategies:
2.3.1 Classifying Vocabulary Learning Strategies
Though scholars and researchers have different ways of classifying vocabulary
learning strategies, they mainly includes metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective
strategies as a broader categorization. Here are brief definitions of these categories.
Briggs (2015) briefly explained the definition of vocabulary learning strategies: social —
interactive determination; cognitive — working with new words; metacognitive —
planning and evaluating word uses. Oxford (2011) notes affective strategies, as selfencouragement and self-control of negative emotions. Different scholars have different
classifications of and focuses on their research on vocabulary learning strategies and the
following are their classifications.
Gu and Johnson (1996) classified two broader categories—metacognitive,
cognitive vocabulary learning strategies in their vocabulary learning questionnaire to 850
Chinese college sophomores. Each categorization can be subcategorized into a smaller
one. For example, Gu & Johnson (1996) categorized selective attention and self-initiation
into the metacognitive strategies.
Table 2 Vocabulary learning strategies listed by Gu & Johnson (1996)
Metacognitive strategies

1. Selective attention (7 items)
2. Self-initiation (5 items)

Cognitive strategies

1. Guessing strategies (12 items)
2. Dictionary strategies (17 items)
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3. Note-taking strategies (9 items)
4. Memory strategies: rehearsal (36
items)
5. Activation strategies (5 items)
Schmitt (1997) divided strategies into two categories: discovery of new words and
consolidation of word knowledge. The discovery strategies further included
determination strategies used for independently looking up of a word’s meaning and
social strategies used for asking teachers or classmates for a meaning. The consolidation
strategies included social, cognitive, metacognitive, and memory strategies.
Gu (2003) examined vocabulary learning strategies of two Chinese learners of
English following three stages of learning a word: (a) initially identifying and handling a
new word, (b) committing the word to memory, and (c) attempting to use the newly
learned word. Then he designed his interview questions from metacognitive, cognitive,
and affective aspects.
Ma’s (2009) classification of vocabulary learning strategies has four broader
categories: memory, metacognitive, cognitive, and social strategies. This taxonomy was
based on her process-orientated approach of vocabulary acquisition-encountering new
words, finding out meanings, organizing word information, memorizing, reviewing,
retrieving, and actively using words.
In addition, Kulikova (2015) added affective strategies and a technology aspect
when she investigated beginners of Russian in the United States. Oxford (2011) notes that
affective strategies, as self-encouragement and self-control of negative emotions, are
especially important to L2 learners at lower levels. Affective strategies help learners cope
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with lowering anxiety and promoting relaxation with regard to vocabulary learning, such
as asking whether participants could adjust themselves if they are frustrated with word
learning. Concerning technology, she included online dictionary uses and mobile devices
as tools to look up new words. Kulikova (2015) classified online dictionary as the use of
technology, but it could be categorized into dictionary strategies.
Based on these studies, though there are slight differences of classifications (e.g.
Ma (2009) considers memory as a separate category while other researchers like Gu &
Johnson argue that it is one of the cognitive vocabulary learning strategies), generally
there are four basic vocabulary learning categories – metacognitive, cognitive, social, and
affective strategies.

2.3.2 Previous Studies of Vocabulary Learning Strategies
Quantitatively, Most of the previous research on vocabulary learning strategies
mentioned dictionary look-up, memorization, guessing from context, and actively using
newly learned words as the most commonly used vocabulary learning strategies in
language learning process. For instance, Schmitt (1997) found that using bilingual
dictionaries and guessing meaning from context were two of the most frequently used
vocabulary learning strategies, after he administered a questionnaire to 600 Japanese EFL
learners of different ages. He concluded that Japanese learners of English tended to use
many memory strategies for vocabulary learning. Kulikova (2015) also reported that
participants used dictionary strategies most frequently after investigating beginners of
Russian in the United States. Memorization of vocabulary was found to be useful only
when it was used in cluster with many other strategies (Kulikova, 2015). Fraser (1999)
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supported the combination of lexical inferencing and subsequently consulting a
dictionary, which could be a potential productive strategy for learning new words when
learners read texts. In addition, Gu and Johnson’s (1996) article showed that students
with high English scores actively looked for opportunities to use English outside the
classroom after analyzing questionnaires from 850 Chinese college sophomores. These
quantitative studies were conducted in the foreign language learning context and showed
that these learners tended to use dictionaries, guess the meaning from the context,
memorize words, and actively use words.
Qualitatively, research has been conducted as case studies to investigate
combinations of learners’ vocabulary strategies in a specific part like reading
comprehension or in all aspects of their language learning process. Gu (2003) examined
vocabulary learning strategies of two Chinese learners of English during and after reading
in a foreign language learning context (i.e. China). He noted that the strategies used by
Chinese students “centered on guessing, dictionary work, and note-taking” (p. 158). Chi
Wei, the interviewee, first guessed meaning, and then looked up the dictionary, and he
reinforced what he had learned in the third reading. Another learner—Chen Hua—
identified new words, guessed meanings or ignored and then looked up words, or heard
teachers’ explanations and took note in the margin. He also tried to interact with a server
by asking her unknown words and after that he tried to use the newly learned words
repeatedly. According to this description, he tried to use four vocabulary learning
strategies: looking up words in the dictionary, guessing meaning from context, asking
meaning from other people, and actively using newly learned words. Both of them
applied cognitive and metacognitive as well as social strategies in their vocabulary
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learning. Moreover, in Wang’s (2018) book, one of her interviewees, Wu, always asked
his teacher and more capable peers to further clarify or elaborate some words’ meanings
in the classroom, which he believed to be useful. He took advantage of his native friends
to learn and practice words; he always tried to ask word meanings outside of the
classroom with native speakers by trying to find more opportunities to ask his native
friends. However, sometimes he was reluctant to do it because he did not want to
interrupt people. The other interviewee, Xia, mentioned that outside of the classroom, she
started with guessing meaning in context and then expressed her doubts to local people,
and thirdly checked her guesses with them by asking for clarifications/explanations to
learn words during her social interactions. These cases reported interviewees’ uses of
vocabulary learning strategies as a combination either in their home country or during
study abroad. The most commonly used strategies for them were also dictionary look-up,
meaning guessing, memorization, clarifications by asking native speakers and active uses
of newly-learned words.

2.4 Summary
Study abroad (SA) appears to be so vital for language learners given that SA
contexts provide learners with richer, more authentic, and more meaningful language
contact, especially interactive contact, than foreign language learning context does.
What’s more, modified input and collaborative native speakers are discussed to be
beneficial for learners to acquire language through communicating with native speakers
from an aspect of sociocultural theory. However, many variables, such as personal
characteristics and pre-departure language proficiency, are interactive with one the other
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under the study abroad context, which results in a complex and inconsistent picture of the
relationship between language gains and social interactions during study abroad.
Vocabulary, as an essentially important part of language learning, accounts for
many cases in terms of comprehension and production as well as communication
interruptions. Vocabulary knowledge includes many dimensions such as associations and
collocations. The dichotomy of breadth and depth also indicates the multi-dimensional
nature of vocabulary from the distinction of quality and quantity of word knowledge.
Vocabulary learning strategies could be classified into four categories—metacognitive,
cognitive, affective, and social strategies. Under these broader categories, some strategies
are commonly used quantitatively and qualitatively, such as dictionary look-up, guessing
meaning in context, memorization, asking clarifications or explanations from other
people, and actively using newly learned words.

2.5 The Present Study
As is shown in previous studies, there is an inconsistency in the outcomes of the
relationship between language gains and social interactions with native speakers during
study abroad. Wang (2010) also declared, “To achieve meaningful linguistic gains
through out-of-class contact and make the sojourn experience worthwhile, SA students
need to have regular and substantive interactions with native speakers, particular those
who can speak and write properly in the target language and are willing to play the role
of supportive interlocutor in the process of SLA” (p. 51). In the present study, the
researcher was interested in the frequency and engagement of participating in regular
social interactions with native speakers and the correlation between participatation in
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routine social activities with students’ perceived changes of vocabulary gain. In other
words, to what extent routinely interacting with native speakers contributes to their
vocabulary gain, according to participants’ perceptions.
This study investigated participants’ regular social activities and specifically
included social activities with their homestay family for two reasons. First, though some
researchers showed that interactions with host families frequently involved simple and
redundant exchanges and often centered on television watching (Dewey, 2007), others
argue that when social interaction with the host family does occur, contact can be a rich
source of TL use and exposure to linguistic and cultural norms (DuFon & Chill, 2006;
Hashimoto, 1993; Kinginer, 2009). Second, participants living with native speakers in a
homestay setting includes 16 meals every week and participants are likely to interact with
the homestay family every day during dinnertime (English Language Center, 2017).
Thus, this study considered their social contact via language use in their living places.
Questions concerning demographic information and social interactions were adapted
from the language contact profile by using some of their key concepts like “previous
living experiences of English-speaking areas” or “extended conversations with native
speakers” from the interactive input section (Freed et al, 2004, p. 351). Previous living
experiences of English speaking areas might influence their current way of social
interacting with native speakers.
Since vocabulary knowledge is multidimensional and it is hard to cover all aspects,
this study designed questions based on the dichotomy of breadth and depth of word
knowledge, and specific question items were inspired by Nation’s (2001) comprehensive
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list of word knowledge. For instance, participants were asked whether they learned that
certain words could be used with other words to form new meanings. (i.e., collocation).
The present study chose certain vocabulary learning strategies to investigate, based
on classifications of vocabulary learning strategies and some commonly used strategies
from the previous studies. For example, the present study investigated one of the
commonly used strategies – dictionary look-up in the broader classification of cognitive
strategies because several studies mentioned that dictionary consulting was most
frequently used strategies (Gu, 2003; Kulikova, 2015).
In addition, the present study only focused on the vocabulary learning strategies
through social interactions with native speakers outside of the classroom in the study
abroad context, which is lacked in the previous research. The previous studies more
focused on the general language learning process in the domestic context — EFL
context—like Kulikova’s (2015) study or study abroad context — ESL context — like
Wang’s (2018). In other words, they investigated uses of vocabulary learning strategies in
a general way both in the settings of the classroom and outside of the classroom. A few
case studies discussed their uses of vocabulary learning strategies as a combination both
in the classroom and out-of-class settings. For example, in Wang’s (2018) book, the
interviewee, Xia, mentioned her combination of using strategies in classroom interactions
with teachers and out-of-class interactions with native speakers. Thus, in this study, the
researcher investigated the associations between commonly used strategies and perceived
vocabulary gain as well as the relationship between uses of vocabulary learning strategies
and perceived vocabulary gain.
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Chapter 3 Methodology

3.1 Introduction
This is a survey to investigate international students’ perceptions of their
vocabulary gain in English through social interactions with native speakers and by their
uses of vocabulary learning strategies. It is a mixed-methods design that uses
questionnaires and interviews. Participants were given separated consent forms of the
questionnaire and the interview. Though it included quantitative analysis of
questionnaires, the interpretations and analyses are mostly based on the responses from
the follow-up interviews, which are qualitative and descriptive in nature.

3.2 Participants
Participants in the present study were 13 native speakers of Japanese studying
English in a language school in the United States. Before they came to the US, they were
enrolled at a Japanese university as freshmen for their undergraduate study and their
major was International Studies. For their demographic information, the questionnaire
included gender, age, country of birth, native language, previous living experiences in
English-speaking areas, English learning length, and their English levels before and after
they studied abroad. Details are presented in Appendix 1.
Though participants’ situations varied in terms of the length of time that they had
learned English, and their previous living experiences in English-speaking countries, they
were still considered as a relatively homogenous group for two reasons. First, participants
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were in the same English level—intermediate level when they took the pre-test before
language classes. When the data were collected, they were in the masters level. There are
a total of 12 levels, ranging from 101 to 112. These 12 levels are grouped into four
proficiency levels: beginner, intermediate, advanced, and masters levels. For example, all
students in levels of 101, 102, or 103 are classified as beginners. During their study
abroad, every month students need to take an examination in the program to decide
whether they can advance to the next level. Thus, it was safe to claim that participants
had an overall similar language proficiency. Concerning participants’ prior living
experiences in an English-speaking area, eight of them had experiences of going abroad,
but the longest duration was about one month, which might have limited influence on
their English language learning overall and their social interactions in the target
environment.
The students were initially enrolled in an English language class for four months
upon admission to the university in Japan before they came to the US to continue their
language learning in the US language school. The length of time spent and the content
learned in the classroom in Japan was the same as that in in the US. These students were
taking 28 hours of English instruction from Monday to Friday. The instruction focused on
academic language skills, including typical academic activities, such as listening to
lectures and taking notes, engaging in group and class discussions and class
presentations, building vocabulary, and writing essays and short answers.
While they were in the US, many social activities outside of the classroom were
organized by the language school, other Americans, and their host family. Such activities
and events included Coffee Hour, International Dinner, Conversational Partner, and
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Language Caféand their own specific activities like Taekwondo club based on their
interests. Coffee Hour is held every Wednesday, in which native speakers and students
from the language center get together and talk with each other. Every month international
students from Grand Valley State University and the language center as well as a couple
of native speakers participate in International Dinner. Compared with Coffee Hour,
students in the International Dinner are more flexible and has a larger size number. Each
participant has one to two native speaker(s) as their conversational partner; they are
supposed to have a one-on-one meeting every week and the length of time depends on
persons. Language Caféis held every week and normally there is a total of 25 students
and around ten of them are native speakers.
Students were strongly encouraged to participate in these social activities,
although they didn’t have to join. By contrast, such interactive activities with native
speakers were absent in their home country.

3.3 Instrumentation
The survey utilizes a questionnaire designed based on the existing research
literature. In addition to the questionnaire, the research also includes a face-to-face
interview. See details below.
Questionnaire
The questionnaire has four parts, including participants’ demographic
information, their social interactions with native speakers, perceptions of vocabulary
gain, and their choices of vocabulary learning strategies in social interactions with native
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speakers. All questions in the questionnaire except the background information portion
were designed in a four-point Likert Scale. See details in Appendix 2.
Interview
Structured interview questions were designed to complement responses on the
questionnaire and explore the possible reasons of their choices or uses of certain
vocabulary learning strategies. See details in Appendix 3.

3.4 Data Collection
Participants were invited to join the present study verbally when they were in a
break between two classes on a weekday. After giving consent forms back to the
researcher, participants were given the questionnaire in an out-of-class setting
individually with a two-day limit to complete it. At first, they were given a brief
introduction of the research questions and told that if they had questions they could
contact the researcher when they filled in the questionnaire. They took the questionnaire
back home and gave it back to the researcher within two days. All interactions were
conducted in English.
Participants were asked to do interview and six participants volunteered to do a
follow-up interview and they signed a separate consent form. The interviews were around
20-40 minutes. The interview place was an empty room in their language school or a
reserved room at the library or a meeting room in their dorm, which was decided by the
interviewees based on their convenience. All interactions with interviewees were
conducted in English. The interviews were audio-recorded for the later transcription and
data analysis.
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3.5 Data analysis
For the questionnaire, the statistical consulting center at Grand Valley State
University (GVSU) assisted in the statistical analysis portion of the research. Cronbach’s
Alpha provided information on how consistently participants answered questions from
the questionnaire; then Pearson Correlation Coefficient was used to demonstrate how
vocabulary gain and social interactions correlated with each other as well as what the
association between vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary gain was; the Means
Procedures was used to describe the relationships between the most commonly used
vocabulary learning strategies and vocabulary gain, respectively.
To answer research question 1, the percentage of the respondents who interacted
with native speakers rarely, sometimes, often, and frequently was calculated. The
percentage of participants who participated in the recommended social activities was
presented to show their popularity. The reasons of participants’ frequency and
engagement as well as the popularity of recommended social activities were displayed in
the interview data. The interview data were transcribed and analyzed sentence by
sentence by the researcher of this study.
To answer research question 2, Pearson Correlation Coefficient to investigate
associations between vocabulary gain and self-reported social interactions (i.e. the
frequency of participating and engaging in social activities) were presented. The
interview data were used to support and explain questionnaire results.
To answer research question 3, the mean scores of each vocabulary learning
strategies from the questionnaire were presented to find the three most commonly used
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strategies. Then the Mean Procedures was used to investigate to what extent these
strategies affected their perceptions of vocabulary gain.
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Chapter Four Results and Discussions

4.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses results based on the data from questionnaires and
interviews, which include three sections (i.e. 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4) to answer three research
questions. The first section describes participants’ frequency of participating and
engaging in routine social interactions, and as well as the popularity of recommended
social activities to show students’ involvement in routine social activities outside of the
classroom. The second section discusses the possible association between social
interactions and perceived vocabulary gain. The last section presents the correlation
between self-evaluation of vocabulary gain and uses of vocabulary learning strategies.
Three commonly used vocabulary learning strategies as well as their effects on students’
perceived vocabulary gain are investigated.

4.2 Students’ Involvement in Social Interactions with Native
Speakers
4.2.1 The Frequency and Engagement of Participating in Social
Activities
As Table 3 shows, overall, 61.54% of the students frequently or often participate
in these recommended routine social activities outside of the classroom; 23.08%
sometimes participate in them; 25% rarely choose to participate in activities.
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Table 3 Frequency of participating in recommended routine social activities
Rarely Sometimes
Often
Frequently
Question

1_A 3

5

1

4

3

3

4

1_C 1

2

6

4

1_D 6

2

1

4

23.08

21.15

30.77

International Dinner
Question 1_B Coffee 3
Hour
Question
Conversational
Partner
Question
Language Café
% of Total

25

Table 4 reveals that 38.46% (5) of the students find a social activity with native
speakers in addition to those recommended social activities; only 23.08% (3) of the
students have their own second social activities apart from the recommended activities.
For example, one participant (S11) reported that he joined Taekwondo club and S7 joined
the school soccer team. Taekwondo club and the school soccer team are personal specific
activities for S11 and S7.
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Table 4 Frequency of participating in personal specific social activities
Rarely Sometimes Often
Frequently % of
Total
Students
Question 1_E

1

2

2

1

1

38.46

other personal
specific activity
Question 1_F

1

23.08

other personal
specific activity
In short, students overall frequently or often joined these recommended social
routine activities, accounting for 61.54%, while only 38.46% students could find their
first personal specific activity based on their own interests and only 23.08% students have
their second personal-specific social routine activities. It seems that students had
difficulty finding opportunities to participate in social activities to talk with native
speakers in addition to recommended ones. Student (S) 1 wrote in the questionnaire that
she had few opportunities to talk with native speakers. The questionnaire data also
showed that S3 said that she could talk with native speakers only when she was in the
classroom with teachers, outside of the classroom with Friendship Family members (an
activity in which international students can have an American family who will organize
activities for students to experience American culture; the frequency of activities depends
on each family), with her conversational partner and shop clerks, and her non-native
classmates. S8 mentioned that he tried to talk with native speakers as much as possible,
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and he frequently joined all recommended routine social activities. However, he said that
he did not know how to get information about activities and did not have opportunities to
talk with native speakers in the interview.
When it comes to participants’ engagement in social interactions, details are
shown in Table 5. 38.46% of the students are often or frequently involved in the social
interactions with native speakers while 61.54% of students sometimes engage themselves
in these social activities. The percentage of participants often or frequently engaging in
social interactions is lower than that of those often or frequently participating in social
activities, comparing with Table 5 and Table 4.
Table 5 Frequency of engaging in social interactions with native speakers
rarely
sometimes
Often
frequently
Question 3
extended
conversations
with native
speakers

7

5

1

Question 4
active engagement
with native
speakers

9

2

2

Total

0

16

7

3

% of Total

0

61.54

26.92

11.54

Only 38.46% students felt that they often or frequently engaged in social activities
and the interview data might explain it in terms of four possible reasons. First, it might be
due to the fear of making mistakes when they talk with native speakers. S7 reported that
five or six month ago, he was afraid of making mistakes, especially grammar mistakes, so
he did not try to speak English, while S6 said that “at first, when I came here, I don’t like
to talk with native speakers. I can’t speak correctly and I feel nervous.” Student 8 also
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said that he at first was so nervous because he could not speak English very well. Murata
(1995) mentioned that “being error-conscious seems to be one of the characteristics of
Japanese learners” (p.352). “Taylor (1979) also suggests that the reluctance to make
mistakes and the fear of not being able to understand or reply create anxiety for Japanese
students and hence freeze their mind to speak in English” (p.70, as cited in White, 1989).
This can be interpreted as a part of their culture but also as a lack of confidence of their
language ability. Usually, anxiety could be high because they are not confident of using
English. For instance, S6 said that he could not speak well at first.
The second possible reason is that students might have problems understanding
native speakers in terms of their listening skills and conventions of the target culture. S11
said that his listening skills were really bad and when he could not catch people’s
conversations he would be nervous. S9 lived with an American family and she also
reported that if native speakers speak really fast, she would be nervous because she did
not understand it. Usually, for International Dinner and Conversational Partner, native
speakers tried to speak easily, clearly, and slowly, but her American family did not care;
they just kept talking. Moreover, she also mentioned that she could not understand
American jokes. This held true of some other students. For instance, S8 said, “I cannot
understand American jokes…what is the funny? I think, it is different from Japanese one.
I often asked and he explained, but I still don’t know what’s the funny?” S11 also
mentioned, “we have different laughing points from native speakers’”. Communication
difficulties caused by listening skills and differences of cultural conventions might cause
their perceptions of less engagement in these social activities.
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Another possible reason is a lack of interests of certain topics. Two of the students
(S5 and S6) reported that they were not interested in politics, even in Japan, but people
kept talking about their President. That might be the reason that prevents them from
participating in conversations often or frequently.
The last reason might be due to different conventions of communicating with
people. Although S7 had the highest score of the frequency of interacting with native
speakers, he reported that he just listened because he did not know what he should say.
He went to Speech Lab every Tuesday to learn how to speak longer by communicating
with lab directors for 30 minutes. He also mentioned one of his friends did not know how
to interrupt people to participate in conversations. S11 reported that after the activities of
Taekwondo club, he often went out with native speakers but, as the only international
student, he did not know how to enter conversations. This difficulty could be interpreted
from the perspective of conventions of turn-taking. White (1989) has mentioned a
concept called omoiyari in Japanese. It refers to “the creation and maintenance of smooth
and pleasant human interactions” for “emotional payoffs in human relations” (p. 67). Out
of this consideration of omoiyari, it is likely that people would be more sensitive to the
recipient’s point of view and feelings. In order to show their respect of their
conversational partner, it might be difficult for them to interrupt and jump into
conversations.
However, most interviewees reported that they experienced increasing interests in
talking with native speakers comparing with their first arrival in the US for two possible
reasons. First, they thought people here were nice and friendly. Moreover, they were
already friends after they met and talked routinely. Except S5, the rest of interviewees all
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mentioned that they became more relaxed and talked more since they were friends. S5
considered himself not talkative in both Japanese and English, and it is highly likely that
he is an introverted person. Second, students became more and more confident of their
language and social skills. S7 mentioned that before he did not like interacting with
native speakers, especially because native speakers could not understand him and he
needed to explain after, and he had been very depressed. Currently, he liked talking with
native speakers. Though none of the six interviewees initiated that they improved their
social skills, it is likely that social skills with native speakers improves after routinely
meeting and communicating with native speakers. Wang (2018) also mentioned that her
interviewee – Xia – reported that “the more interaction she had with them (native
speakers), the more confident she became at using social strategies” (p.57).

4.2.2 Social Interactions with American Family
Table 6 shows that 38.46% of the students choose to live with native speakers
and all of the students who live with their American family often or frequently interact
with native speakers. It seems that as long as students chose to live with the host family,
they participated in conversations often or frequently with their American family
members.
Table 6 Frequency of homestay students’ social interactions with their family
Rarely Sometimes Often
Frequently In total

% of all
students

Question 2 living

3

condition
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2

5

38.46

Students who lived with American families had a high frequency of participating in
conversations with family members and the flyer from the language center and the
interview data could explain it. If students choose to live with native speakers in a
homestay setting they will have 16 meals every week with their family and they are
supposed to talk with their host family members during dinner time (English Language
Center, 2017). Three of the interviewees chose homestay and all of them reported that
they talked with their family at least 30 minutes every day. S9 reported that she talked
one to two hours per day after she changed her first homestay family. S7 said that his
family and he discussed about use of guns both in the US and in Japan, which gave him
some new words. S7 reported that his host mother also gave him some word phrases like
“all set” and “time to eat”, while S6 also reported that compared with all social activities
he attended, he perceived his host family more helpful for his language improvement.
Both responses from questionnaires and interviews showed that the homestay
setting is a good place to have routine social interactions with native speakers and to be
immersed in the target language use environment. Staying with an American family is
beneficial for participants to be immersed in the target language use environment and
improve their perceptions of language proficiency.

4.2.3 The Popularity of Recommended Social Activities
Table 7 shows that Coffee Hour is the most popular social routine activities
among this group of Japanese students, and Language Caféis the least favorite one, based
on the mean scores of each activity from the questionnaires. If a student choose “rarely”,
“sometimes”, “often”, and “frequently” in the questionnaire, he or she will have a score
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of one, two, three, and four, respectively in the table. S5 mentioned that students who
lived in the dorm rarely went to Language Café, which might explain why Language
Caféscored lowest.
Table 7 Popularity of the four recommended social activities
S S S S S S S S S S
S

S

S

mean

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

1

1

1

2

2

3

4

4

4

4

2

2

2

2.46

Coffee Hour

1

1

1

3

2

3

4

4

4

4

2

2

3

2.61

Conversational

2

4

3

3

3

3

4

4

3

4

1

2

3

3

Language Café 4

3

2

1

3

4

1

4

1

4

1

1

2

2.38

International
Dinner

Partner

The interview data also showed that students preferred to participate in
Conversational Partner. All interviewees except S11 who spent 4-5 days per week to
participate in Taekwondo club and did not participate in these activities very often,
reported their activities and topics with their conversational partners. For example, S6
said that his conversational partner once brought a book to help him practice
pronunciations. S7 reported that social interactions with church and conversational
partners were his favorite activities. He used to have three conversational partners, and
students are supposed to have one to two conversational partners for each semester. S9
mentioned her conversational partner would like to speak easily, clearly and slowly to

49

help her with understandings. These reports showed that participants were involved in
talking with their conversational partners.
The preference of Conversational Partner appeared to some extent to be its oneon-one form of conversations held between students and conversational partners, which is
easier for participants to stop conversations and ask clarifications if they had difficulty
understanding conversations. For example, S6 reported that he preferred one-on-one talk.
S9 mentioned that comparing with group conversations, talking with one person was
much easier. Moreover, as mentioned above, the concept omoiyari of Japanese culture
might make it even harder to interrupt group conversations than one-on-one talks, just as
S11 said he did not know how to enter conversations in group talks. Another benefit of
the form of one-on-one conversations is that it might be easier to build their friendships
compared with group talks. Friendships could also explain why Coffee Hour is the
second favorite one among students, just as S11 reported that he could make good friends
and saw them constantly in Coffee Hour. In Coffee hour time, international students and
native speakers can get together and they can choose to talk with whom they want, which
is not necessarily one-on-one form as Conversational Partner.

4.3 The Association between Social Interactions and Perceived
Vocabulary Gain
This section divides social interactions into two parts: the frequency of (a)
participating and (b) engaging in social interactions; it then investigates associations
between these two parts with perceived vocabulary gain, respectively. Here, Pearson
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Correlation Coefficients showed the results based on the questionnaire data. The analyses
and discussions are completed mostly on the basis of the interview data.
The coefficient of the relationship between perceived vocabulary gain and the
frequency of participating in social activities was 0.08147 and the p value was 0.7913,
which indicates that there is almost no relationship between these two variables. The
coefficient of the association between perceived vocabulary gain and the engagement of
participating in social activities was -0.39990 and the p value was 0.1758, which is a
potential negative correlation. This indicates that the more students engage themselves in
the routine social activities, the less perceived vocabulary they tended to gain. Based on
the interview data, there might have been three possible reasons: the quality of input,
participants’ focuses, and the degrees of actively using English during conversations.
First, the quality of input tends to be easy, repetitive and sometimes inappropriate.
Student 8 reported that his conversational partner picked up easier words for him and he
did not discover new words recently. S9’s conversations with native speakers usually
covered topics she was familiar with, such as “what do you do today”. She also
mentioned that every time if she met a person, topics always started with family and
hobbies, which, to some extent, were repetitive. S6 said he often talked about daily life
with native speakers and he claimed that he did not learn new words because he already
knew the words that native speakers used in conversations. When asked whether he used
words like Americans, S5 said that he refused to use those swearing words. S6 also said
that he did not use “bad words” when asked whether he tried to use the American way of
using English. Another participant S13 reported in the questionnaire that the reason that
he actively joined social activities with native speakers was because he could learn
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slangs, which he felt he was not supposed to learn. When S11 tried to find new words
from his smartphone notebook, it took him some time to find words or phrase,
particularly slang or idioms (e.g. weirdo or out of my league) that were not “dirty words”.
In addition to easy, repetitive and inappropriate input, choices of topics and
relatively high language proficiency of participants might account for low frequency of
encountering new words. For example, S5 reported his favorite topic is about history and
gave an example “civil war”. In the meantime, S7 gave examples such as “time to eat”
and “all set” which might occur every day in his host family or in the supermarket. The
frequency of encountering words like “civil war” and “all set” should not be the same,
which might further influence their perceptions of vocabulary gain. What’s more, these
students’ English were in masters level (109-112), and their levels of English proficiency
were relatively high. According to the language center flyer and Cambridge Assessment
English (English Language center, 2007; Cambridge Assessment English, 2018; see
details in Appendix 5), their levels were between Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR) B2 and C1, equal to Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL) 75-95, The International English Language Testing Systems (IELTS)
5.5-8.0. Words that they learned in the current levels were more concerned with academic
words. This means that it is highly likely that words they used and encountered through
conversations are known words (e.g. high-frequency words) for them. Although idioms
such as out of the league and phrases like all set are not likely to be known by the
students, other learners might think they have already known these words individually,
which cannot be considered “new”. These two reasons might account for why students
did not perceive that they had vocabulary gain.
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Second, participants’ focuses during social interactions with native speakers are
not on vocabulary gain but rather on friendships. For example, when asked the reason of
talking with native speakers, S6 said that he could make new friends by using English. S7
joined the school soccer team in which he wanted to make friends. He also mentioned
that he could learn something new, not necessarily words, but people from other
countries or cultures. S9 reported that even when she cannot understand conversations,
she would ask the whole meanings of conversations instead of certain difficult words;
most of the time she interacted with native speakers was for fun. If students focus on
vocabulary learning, they might use different strategies to talk with native speakers and
results of their perceived vocabulary gain might change too.
The third possible reason would be that though participants joined routine
activities with native speakers, sometimes they do not actively practice English. For
example, S11 mentioned that his conversational pattern with native speakers was the
back and forth of questions and answers, in which he only asked questions and his friends
responded each question for a long time. S7 also reported that he just listened because he
did not know what he should say during conversations. S5 mentioned that every time,
when he talked with native speakers, there was always silent time. Examples from S5,
S11, and S7 indicate that they might not actively encourage with English metacognitively
though they joined conversations, which might influence their perceived vocabulary gain.
This study showed an extremely low coefficient of the relationship between the
frequency of social interactions and perceived vocabulary gain as well as the potential
negative relationship between the engagement of social activities and students’
perception of their vocabulary gain. Three possible reasons might explain these two
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coefficients: the quality of input, participants’ focuses, and the degrees of actively using
English during conversations.

4.4 The Association between Perceived Vocabulary Gain and
Uses of Vocabulary Learning Strategies
Overall, the correlation coefficient of perceived vocabulary gain and learning
strategies was 0.55252 and p value was 0.0502, indicating a strong relationship showing
that participants who reported higher frequency of using vocabulary learning strategies
tended to have a higher self-evaluation of vocabulary gain. To this point, students should
be encouraged to use more vocabulary learning strategies when they social interact with
native speakers outside of the classroom.
In the next section, the paper specifically discusses the top three commonly used
strategies among this group of Japanese students and effects of these three strategies on
their self-evaluation of vocabulary gain.

4.4.1 Commonly Used Vocabulary Learning Strategies.
According to Table 8, the top three commonly used vocabulary learning strategies
are to guess meaning from conversations (Q3), try to reduce anxiety of using new words
(Q9), and evaluate words they used in conversations (Q11), respectively with the mean of
2.69, 2.69, and 2.62, based on the questionnaire data. Table 8 shows the score of each
student for every learning strategy, and the score of 1, 2, 3, and 4 represent the four
choices – rarely, sometimes, often, and frequently. This is a four point Likert scale.
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Table 8 Frequency of uses of vocabulary learning strategies
S
S
S
S
S
S
S
S
S
S

S

S

S

mean

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

Q1

3

2

3

2

1

3

1

1

2

2

2

2

2

2

Q2

2

1

3

1

2

2

3

2

1

2

3

3

3

2.15

Q3

2

3

3

3

2

3

2

2

4

4

2

2

3

2.69

Q4

2

1

3

3

2

2

4

1

2

3

2

4

3

2.46

Q5

2

2

3

3

3

1

4

3

2

2

2

2

3

2.46

Q6

2

2

2

3

2

2

4

3

2

2

1

1

3

2.23

Q7

3

2

3

3

2

1

3

3

1

2

3

1

2

2.23

Q9

2

2

4

4

2

2

4

1

3

3

3

2

3

2.69

Q10

2

1

3

3

2

3

4

3

3

2

2

2

3

2.54

Q11

2

2

3

3

3

2

4

3

2

3

3

3

1

2.62

Total

22

18

30

28

21

21

33

22

22

25

23

22

26

24.08

4.4.2 The Relationships between Commonly Used Strategies
and Perceived Vocabulary Gain
In this section, the researcher is interested in the relationships between these three
commonly used strategies and participants’ perceived vocabulary gain. In the following
figures, SE refers to perceived vocabulary gain. NWQ3, 9, and 11 refers to the three most
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commonly used strategies: guessing meaning from the context, reducing anxiety levels
and evaluating uses of vocabulary, respectively. 1, 2, 3, 4 in the figures refer to four
choices: rarely, sometimes, often, and frequently. Figure 1 and Figure 3 do not show a
pattern. Specifically, in Figure1, participants who often use the strategy guessing the
meaning from context on average tend to have a higher perceived vocabulary gain but
participants who choose frequently to use this strategy have the lowest perceived
vocabulary gain. In Figure 3, two students chose, rarely and frequently, respectively, to
evaluate their vocabulary use after conversations and they both perceive a higher selfevaluation than people who sometimes or often use strategy (i.e. evaluating word uses in
conversations), on average. Figure 2 shows that most participants try to reduce their
anxiety level and, approximately, the more they apply this vocabulary learning strategies
(i.e., reducing their anxiety level when participants encountering new word), the more
they tend to have a higher perceived vocabulary gain.
Distribution of SE by NWQ3
20.0

SE

17.5

15.0

12.5

10.0
2

3

4

NWQ3

Figure 1 Distribution of perceived vocabulary gain and guessing meaning from
context
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Distribution of SE by NWQ11
20.0

SE

17.5

15.0

12.5

10.0
1

2

3

4

NWQ11

Figure 2 Distribution of evaluating vocabulary use and perceived vocabulary
gain
Distribution of SE by NWQ9
20.0

SE

17.5

15.0

12.5

10.0
1

2

3

4

NWQ9

Figure 3 Distribution of reducing anxiety level and perceived vocabulary gain
Based on the interviewees’ data, one possible reason might explain why guessing
meaning from context did not affect their perceived vocabulary gain. That is, newly
learned words are not likely to be retained. Though interviewees reported that they tried
to use words that they learned from one conversation to another conversation, it took
them time to search for specific examples of newly learned words from social
interactions when they were asked to give specific words. S6 and S11 used their
smartphones to take notes right after conversations if they still could remember words but
they rarely reviewed them. Moreover, S5 reported that if he considered the newly
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encountered words important he would repeat them several times in his mind during
conversations, but he did not take note. Under this circumstance, even if participants
guess meaning correctly from conversations, it is unlikely for them to remember words
learned from conversations. Moreover, though participants used this strategy, it is not
sure whether they could guess words correctly.
Concerning another vocabulary learning strategy reducing anxiety when
encountering new words, it is not hard to explain why with more anxiety they tended to
reduce the self-evaluation of their vocabulary gain. First, this group of people has a
relatively high level of anxiety in terms of Japanese cultural characteristics and they
showed a lack of confidence of using English. All of them reported that they would be
nervous if making mistakes duo to their lack of confidence in their English ability (e.g.,
the fear of making grammar mistakes). In addition, cultural differences also might
increase their anxiety. For example, half of the interviewees reported that they did not
understand American jokes, and S7 shared a story that he thought it is weird that
Americans do not close the door of the bathroom after they use it while it is the opposite
way in Japan. To this point, study abroad could hinder rather than enhance language
learning if participants suffer from feelings of anxiety (Pope, 2015). Allen and Herron
(2003) further argued that frustration and embarrassment caused by anxiety might further
discourage learners’ attempt to use the target language. S11 reported that he would be
frustrated if he could not understand the conversation after they repeated it. Thus, the
more participants try to reduce their anxiety, the more they tended to gain vocabulary.
In terms of the last commonly used vocabulary strategy – evaluating their word
uses during social interactions, the fact that the distribution does not show a pattern is
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probably because participants were very aware of their errors and they tended to use
words safely and confidently. For example, S5 said, “I don’t take risks. If I am not sure, I
will not use it…because every time I use it, I know I will use it correctly”. Moreover, S11
reported that he would use words confidently after he heard many times and consulted
dictionaries, such as “technically, literally, and basically”. S6 reported that he often used
easier words instead of newly learned words because he felt nervous when using new
words. Their reports showed that they would evaluate uses of words encountered in
conversations, but because they tend to play words safely it was relatively hard for them
to practice these words to enhance their vocabulary learning.

4.5 Summary
This chapter shows that participants did not show a very high frequency of
participating and engaging in social interactions with native speakers in routine social
activities. Further, it did not have a correlation between frequency of participating in
social activities and perceived vocabulary gain, while a potential negative correlation
between the engagement of social interactions and perceived vocabulary gain was pound.
Concerning vocabulary learning strategies, this study showed a positive correlation
between perceived vocabulary gain and uses of strategies as well as the effects of the top
three commonly used strategies on their perceived vocabulary gain.
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Chapter Five Conclusion

5.1 Summary of the Study
The present study examines the degrees of students’ involvement of routine social
activities outside of the classroom during study abroad and associations between
perceived vocabulary gain with social interactions as well as vocabulary learning
strategies. In order to investigate the research questions, questionnaires and interviews
were administered to Japanese students who studied abroad in the United State to collect
and analyze data. Question items cover the frequency of participating in social
interactions and engaging in social interactions, perceived vocabulary gain, and uses of
vocabulary learning strategies. Interview data were mainly used to analyze and explain
the results.

5.2 Conclusion
Overall, more than half of the students reported that they often or frequently
joined recommended routine social activities while less than half of the students were
often or frequently involved in social interactions with native speakers. However, it did
not show a correlation between frequency of participating in social activities and
perceived vocabulary gain, supported by Segalowitz and Freed’s (2004) finding that
“time spent in the target language was not a significant factor” (as cited in Pope, 2015, p.
19). When it comes to the association between the engagement of social interactions and
perceived vocabulary gain, it showed a potential negative correlation in that the more
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participants involved themselves in activities the less they tended to gain vocabulary.
This might be the case for three reasons: quality of input, participants’ focuses and the
degrees of actively using English during conversations.
This study showed a positive and strong correlation between perceived
vocabulary gain and uses of vocabulary learning strategies, overall. The top three
commonly used strategies for this group of Japanese participants were to guess meaning
from context, reduce the level of anxiety, and evaluate words’ uses in the conversations
and this study also investigated their effects on perceived vocabulary gain. However,
often or frequently using strategies – guessing meaning from context and evaluating use
of words – did not guarantee a better self-evaluation of vocabulary gain, though the more
frequently they reported to use the strategy – reducing anxiety, the more vocabulary
participants tended to gain. The possible reasons would be that Japanese students tended
to review words with a low frequency, have a high level of anxiety, and play words safely
and confidently when it comes to using new vocabulary.

5.3 Limitations
This preliminary study is limited in two ways. First, this study, to some extent, is
subjective. The research did not test participants’ actual vocabulary gain by a pre-test and
a post-test or their actual social hours. Instead, it investigated learners’ perceptions of
their overall vocabulary gain and their frequency of participating and engaging in the
social activities with native speakers. The nature of self-reporting is subjective.
Moreover, the analysis was described based on the researcher’s understandings, which
may have caused bias.
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Second, when analyzing the interview data, the researcher found several possible
factors that might influence the results, which were not considered in the thesis design.
Language learning is more like a process that different factors interact with each other
and all together contribute to learners’ language as a whole. Pope (2015) also mentioned
a complexity theory of language learning in study abroad, which included frequency of
uses on L2 development, social interactions, social networks and the discursive roles in
the target language as well as individual differences. In the present study, specifically,
language proficiency, individual differences, social networks should be considered based
on the research findings.
Though the researcher tried to control the variable language proficiency, it still had
influence on the results. For example, all Japanese students were intermediate levels
before they came to the US, and when data were collected, they were all masters levels.
However, social interacting with native speakers specifically requires their listening and
speaking skills; their overall language proficiency did not necessarily explain why they
would have a lack of confidence of using English when interacting with native speakers.
Most of the interviewees expressed that their “listening skills were bad” and S7 pointed
out that “Japanese are specifically weak at speaking.”
Another variable – personal characteristics – should be considered too. For
example, S5 mentioned that the reason that he hated talking with native speakers was
because he was not talkative even in Japanese; it took him more effort to communicate
with people in English than in Japanese. This may influence his frequency of
participating and engaging in social activities as well as his perception of vocabulary
gain.
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In addition, social network should be counted as one of these potentially influential
variables. Most of the interviewees mentioned they built friendships with native speakers,
but friendships might not be the same. For example, strong or weak ties with native
speakers could cause differences in the quality of social interactions as well as their
vocabulary input. As Baker-Smemoe et al (2014) has mentioned, the engagement in
social interactions “depends not only on the number of people in one’s social network but
also on what kind of social network one develops” (p.468).
Thus, for future studies, researchers might use a pretest and a posttest to examine
participants’ vocabulary and investigate their actual social hours instead of the
perceptions of their perceived vocabulary or their frequency of participating and
engaging in social activities. In addition, though researchers might have different focuses
on and emphases for their studies, they should take these potentially influential factors
(e.g. social network, personalities, language proficiency) into consideration for better
design or better analysis of their research.

5.4 Implications
This study might have three pedagogical implications that might help future
students and educators. First, in order to improve the amount and engagement of
students’ social interactions, educators should encourage their students to go out of their
comfort zone to interact with native speakers. However, this study did not show a
correlation between perceived vocabulary gain and the amount of participating in social
interaction and it showed a potential negative correlation between the perceived
vocabulary gain and the engagement of social interactions. It might be because of three
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reasons: the quality of input, participants’ focuses, and degrees of actively using English.
It did not prove that social interactions with native speakers do not help vocabulary gain.
It is possible that going out of comfort zone might cause the increase of students’ anxiety
levels, but educators could organize social activities with supportive conversational
partners to compensate for this potential disadvantage. Supportive conversational partners
might help them with their listening and understanding of English when they are in
conversations. Students should be able to reach teachers and receive help, such as
“Speech Lab” mentioned by S7. A friendly and supportive environment is necessary and
important for students to reduce their anxiety of being in a new language environment.
Also, this study also found that participants showed an increasing interest in talking with
native speakers and they were more relaxed after a period of time involved in social
interactions. Thus, the suggestion here is to encourage students to go out of their comfort
zone with reachable help and supportive conversational partners; after a span circle,
students would be more interactive and involved in talking with native speakers.
Second, there are two possible ways of improving vocabulary gain in terms of
conscious attention to multiple aspects of word knowledge and a curriculum design of to
teach students how to use vocabulary learning strategies. One of the possible reasons that
these students perceived that they did not learn many words in daily life is because they
thought that they already knew words. Also, they could already know each word that
makes up an idiom or phrase verb, but they may not know the meaning of the phrase as a
full chunk (and may not be conscious that there is a difference) based on the previous
examples (e.g., out of league). Thus, students could be aware that a word is
multidimensional, such as, meanings, collocations, grammatical rules, and conventional
64

uses. Instead of only enlarging their vocabulary size, students could focus on the depth of
words.
What’s more, since there is a positive and strong correlation between perceived
vocabulary gain and uses of vocabulary learning strategies, it might be a good idea to
design courses to teach students how to use vocabulary learning strategies before or
during study abroad to further facilitate their vocabulary learning through social
interactions with native speakers. Other researchers also argue that ‘there should be a
shift towards the Strategies-Based Instruction (SBI). SBI is “teaching learners with an
emphasis on the strategic options that are available for learning; usually implying the
teacher’s facilitating awareness of those options in the learner and encouraging strategic
action”’ (Brown, 2007, p. 390; as cited in Fahim & Komijani, 2011, p. 390). Though SBI
focuses on general learning strategies but, since vocabulary learning is a specific aspect
of language learning, it is safe to suggest a vocabulary learning strategies emphasis,
which should enhance their vocabulary and language learning. Based on the results and
analyses of the present study, students should be encouraged to use vocabulary learning
strategies (i.e. review words, use words actively, and reduce their levels of anxiety) when
they use new words or practice words with people.
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Appendices
Appendix 1
Demographic features of participants
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7 years

9 years

6 years

6 years

Appendix 2 Questionnaire
Questionnaire
Dear students,
I write to request your assistance in completing the following questionnaire for my research on
students’ perception of vocabulary gains during study abroad.
The responses that you give will be kept strictly confidential. Your name will not be used in the
research. An identification number will be used in place of your name when referring to your
responses.
Thank you for your cooperation. The information that you provide will help us to better
understand your background and vocabulary gain when you are learning English in the US. Your
honest and thoughtful responses will be greatly appreciated.

Something about you
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

7.
8.

9.

Sex: M F
Age: ____
Country of birth: ______
What is your native language: __________
Do you know other languages except your native language and English? yes no
If yes, what languages do you know and how many years have you learned them?
_____________________________________________________________________
Had you ever visited an English-speaking region before coming to the US? yes no.
If yes, when _____________; where __________________; how long
________________.
How long have you studied/learned English? ________________
What level of English proficiency were you at when you came to the US?
Beginner (101-103)
intermediate (104-106) advanced (107-109) masters (110112)
What level of English proficiency are you at now in your current English language
program?
Beginner (101-103) intermediate (104-106)
advanced (107-109) masters (110112)
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Language contact in out-of-class social interactive activities during study abroad:
1. How often do you participate in the following social routine events/activities with native
speakers?
A. International Dinner
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
B. Coffee Hour
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
C. Conversational Partner
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
D. Language Café
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
E. other _________
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
F. other _________
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
2. Which situation best describes your living arrangements in the US.?
A) Homestay: I have extended conversations with my host family.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
frequently
B) Dormitories:
i)
I live with native speakers.
I use English in the dorm with my roommates.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
frequently
ii)
I live with non-native speakers.

d)

d)

3. How often do you have extended conversations with native speakers in my routine social
events/activities (exclude simple greetings and partings).
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
4. How often do you actively engage in social routine activities with native speakers outside of
class?
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
Reason _____________________________________________________________

68

Self-evaluation of vocabulary gain during study abroad:
1. I hear new words in conversations with native speakers
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often

d) frequently

2. I have increased my vocabulary size in conversations with native speakers since my
arrival in the US.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
3. I have learned new meanings of words I already know in conversations with native
speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
4.

I have learned how certain words can be used with other words to form new meanings in
conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently

5.

I have learned new words in conversations with native speakers since my arrival in the
US.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
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What happens when you hear new words?
1. I ignore new words when I hear them in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
2. I use dictionary (i.e. electronic dictionary) for new words I encounter in conversations with
native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
3. I guess meanings of new words from the contexts in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
4. I ask other people about the new word I hear in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
5. I consciously memorize new words that I perceive to be important in conversations with
native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
6. I notice new meanings of known words in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
7. I consciously practice new words that I have learned in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
8. I feel anxious when I use new words.
a) rarely
b) sometimes

c) often

d) frequently

9. I tried to reduce my anxiety when using new words in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
10. I consciously plan to use new words I have learned in conversations with native speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
11. I think about the words I used in terms of appropriateness in conversations with native
speakers.
a) rarely
b) sometimes
c) often
d) frequently
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Appendix 3 Structured interview questions
Structured Interview Questions
1.

Roughly, how often do you talk with native speakers on a weekly basis?

2.

What topics do you usually talk about with native speakers?

3.

What are your favorite topics? Why?

4.

What are your least favorite topics? Why?

5. If you hear new words you don’t know, what do you do? Ignore them? Ask about
them? Use your smartphone to look them up?
6.

Do you feel that you can learn new words when talking to native speakers?

7. Do you discover new meanings of the words you already know when talking with
native speakers? (Oh, I didn’t know this word could also mean this!)
8. Do you ever try to memorize new words when you hear them when talking with
native speakers or do you just let them pass? Are you ever curious about new words you
hear for the first time?
9. Do you try to use new words you’ve just learned or play it safe by always using
words you know when you talk? Why?
10. Do you like talking with native speakers? What makes you like or dislike it?
11. Do you plan what you are going to say before you talk with native speakers? If so,
how do you plan it?
12. Do you feel nervous when talking with native speakers? If so, what makes you feel
nervous?
13. Do you sometimes feel your English is somehow different from that of native
speakers? Do you ever try their way of using English if you can? Why?
14. Which social activity is your favorite one? Why?
15. Do you like joining these social activities? Why?
16. Do you often have long conversations with native speakers? Why or why not? Is it
helpful for you to learn words?
17. What is your focus of your conversations with native speakers?
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Appendix 4 Correlations among the frequency and engagement of social interactions,
perceived vocabulary gain and uses of vocabulary learning strategies
Pearson Correlation Coefficients, N = 13
Prob > |r| under H0: Rho=0
LC_12

LC_34

SE

NW

LC_12

1.00000

0.17540
0.5665

0.08147
0.7913

0.05015
0.8708

LC_34

0.17540
0.5665

1.00000 -0.39990 -0.02950
0.1758
0.9238

SE

0.08147 -0.39990
0.7913
0.1758

1.00000

0.55252
0.0502

NW

0.05015 -0.02950
0.8708
0.9238

0.55252
0.0502

1.00000

LC – language contact;
LC_12 refers to the frequency of participating in routine social activities
LC_34 refers to the engagement of participating in routine social activities
SE – self-evaluation (perceived vocabulary gain)
NW – New Words (uses of vocabulary learning strategies)
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Appendix 5 ELS levels’ correlations to CEFR TOEFL, and IELTS

CEFR Correlations to ELS, TOEFL, & IELTS from ELS (2007)

Figure Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) from
Cambridge Assessment English (2018)
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Appendix 6 Questionnaire consent form

Questionnaire Consent Form
Course name and number: Master’s Thesis ENG 695 at Grand Valley State
University
Thesis Title: Students’ Perception of Vocabulary Gains during Study Abroad
I, __________________ (participant’s name), understand that I am being asked to
participate in a questionnaire activity that forms part of _Yuan Sui required coursework
at Grand Valley State University. It is my understanding that this survey/questionnaire
has been designed to gather information about the following research questions:
1. How much do students engage in social routine interactions with native speakers?
2. Do social interactions with native speakers in routine activities have a significant
effect on perceived vocabulary gains?
3. Do lexical strategy uses in social routine activates have a significant effect on
perceived vocabulary gains?
I have been given some general information about this project and the types of questions
I can expect to answer. I understand that the survey/questionnaire will be conducted in
person and that it will take approximately 15min of my time to complete.
I understand that my participation in this project is completely voluntary and that I am
free to decline to participate, without consequence, at any time prior to or at any point
during the activity. I understand that any information I provide will be kept confidential,
used only for the purposes of completing this thesis, and will not be used in any way that
can identify me. All questionnaire responses will be kept in a secured environment. The
raw data will be offered to me within four months of the completion of the thesis. If I
decline it, it will be destroyed by the researcher. I will also be provided with a copy of the
student thesis at my request.
I also understand that there are no risks involved in participating in this activity, beyond
those risks experienced in everyday life.
I have read the information above. By signing below and returning this form, I am
consenting to participate in this questionnaire project as designed by Yuan Sui from
Grand Valley State University.
Participant name (please print): _______________________________________
Signature:
_______________________________________________
Date:
_______________________________________________

Please keep a copy of this consent form for your records. If you have other questions
concerning your participation in this project, please contact me at:
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Student name: Yuan Sui
Telephone number: 616-322-0028
suiy@mail.gvsu.edu

email address:

Or
My thesis advisor at:
Advisor’s name: Shinian Wu
Email address: wus@gvsu.edu
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the
Office of Research Compliance & Integrity at Grand Valley State University, 1 Campus
Drive, Allendale, MI. Phone: 616-331-3197. E-mail: rci@gvsu.edu.

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my project.
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Appendix 7 Interview consent form

Interview Consent Form
Course name and number: Master’s Thesis ENG 695 at Grand Valley State
University
Thesis Title: Students’ Perception of Vocabulary Gains during Study Abroad
I, __________________ (participant’s name), understand that I am being asked to
participate in an interview that forms part of _Yuan Sui required coursework at Grand
Valley State University. It is my understanding that this interview has been designed to
gather information about the following research questions:
1. How much do students engage in social routine interactions with native speakers?
2. Do social interactions with native speakers in routine activities have a significant
effect on perceived vocabulary gains?
3. Do lexical strategy uses in social routine activates have a significant effect on
perceived vocabulary gains?
I have been given some general information about this project and the types of questions
I can expect to answer. I understand that the interview will be conducted in person and
that it will take approximately 20min-40min of my time to complete.
The interview will be audio-recorded and segments of the audio recordings will be
transcribed to the study, but no identifying information will link the data to participants
(so your identity will remain anonymous).
I understand that my participation in this project is completely voluntary and that I am
free to decline to participate, without consequence, at any time prior to or at any point
during the activity. I understand that any information I provide will be kept confidential,
used only for the purposes of completing this thesis, and will not be used in any way that
can identify me. All questionnaire responses will be kept in a secured environment. The
raw data will be offered to me within four months of the completion of the thesis. If I
decline it, it will be destroyed by the researcher. I will also be provided with a copy of the
student thesis at my request.
I also understand that there are no risks involved in participating in this activity, beyond
those risks experienced in everyday life.
I have read the information above. By signing below and returning this form, I am
consenting to participate in this questionnaire project as designed by Yuan Sui from
Grand Valley State University.
Participant name (please print): _______________________________________
Signature:
_______________________________________________
Date:
_______________________________________________
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Please keep a copy of this consent form for your records. If you have other questions
concerning your participation in this project, please contact me at:
Student name: Yuan Sui
Telephone number: 616-322-0028
Email address: suiy@mail.gvsu.edu
Or
My thesis advisor at:
Advisor’s name: Shinian Wu
Email address: wus@gvsu.edu
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the
Office of Research Compliance & Integrity at Grand Valley State University, 1 Campus
Drive, Allendale, MI. Phone: 616-331-3197. E-mail: rci@gvsu.edu.

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my project.
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